
dominant. 


system will exist. Thus, this category of en¬ 
trant wili cease to exist as a separate 
category, since everyone will, in effect, be 
an E-type! However, the procedures used to 
select the non-HSC students are il¬ 
luminating. At present only six hundred ap¬ 
plicants are vetted and about half (three hun¬ 
dred) are required to sit for an essay-test and 
a basic mathematics test. Although scoring 
of mathematics tests is quite straight forward 
(using machine marking) the essay-test is 
quite a deal more complex. The task is to 
assess some three hundred handwritten 
scripts, in a short time. Subject co¬ 
ordinators are used to read these scripts, and 
the Course Director acts as a second-reader 
to ensure some validity and reliability across 
markers. As can be imagined, since these 
essays are to be in English, those whose first 
language is not English suffer undeniable 
bias. After this first hurdle, those remaining 
in the selection pool are then required to pre¬ 
sent for an interview. All the academic staff 
are required to assist in conducting such in¬ 
terviews. It takes some ten days to interview 
all applicants, and as can be imagined, as 
time passes interviewers become more 
weary, and as staff are untrained (as inter¬ 
viewers) there is a great deal of good (or ill) 
fortune depending when and by whom, one 
is interviewed. To further complicate mat¬ 
ters, the Freedom of Information Act means 
that written comments for the guidance of 
selectors, are most circumspect, and it’s 
with great difficulty that staff rate inter¬ 
viewees from ‘Very Good Prospect’ through 
to 'Poor Prospect’, where the phrasing (us¬ 
ing prospect) is meant to indicate the appli¬ 
cant’s probability of success both 
academically and practically throughout 
their course. The last phase of this E-type 
processing is a consideration of the 
academic results for those who have just 
completed TOP, STC or other non-HSC 
year twelve courses. The result of all this is 
that offers are sent to some one hundred and 
fifty hopefuls. 

Now this somewhat tortuous process in¬ 
volves nearly a hundred staff and some three 
weeks of time. The registrar is not keen, 
needless to say, to have to extend this pro¬ 
cess to all VCE applicants. This would mean 
that instead of three hundred essays, there 
would be nearer one thousand! (On this 
year’s figures, the number would be nearer 
fifteen hundred!) Then would follow the in¬ 
terviews. Not ail the staff are interested in 
conducting a thousand interviews. Clearly, 
some other course of action is required. 


What are the other possibilities? Two 
spring to mind immediately. The first is to 
adopt an ‘open-access’ approach. This 
means that anyone who has completed year 
twelve, and asks for admission, be admitted. 
The first reaction to this suggestion is 'what 
nonsense!’ but this idea has indeed been 
tried, 

To see this process in action, detailed 
below is an American case-study. The 
University of the District of Columbia has 
an open admissions policy. This has the 
predictable outcome of a high student attri¬ 
tion rate. Thus the choice is open admissions 
and high attrition or, do something about the 
attrition rate (the Victorian institution men¬ 
tioned above has an attrition rate of less than 
five per cent in its school of education). At 
UDC a comprehensive testing programme 
exists; it considers student achievement 
levels and other relevant factors. Students 
being assessed under this scheme lack, in 
general, necessary skills to be successful in 
UDC courses. (Many of these are heads of 
households who hold jobs as well as try to 
study). 7 . To offset high attrition rates the 
University College of the UDC was formed 
to be the entry point for all new students. 
(As Fields points out, UDC is the last point 
of call for intending tertiary students - if you 
can’t get into anywhere else, UDC must take 
you 8 ). The open admission policy then, has 
led to the following placement testing and 
counselling plan:- 

® diagnosis of academic weaknesses 
® identification of instructional needs 
® prescription of appropriate developmen¬ 
tal courses 

® student placement in these courses 
9 identification in these courses 
@ identification of personal and, or, 
academic counselling 
® evaluation and recycling 

Obviously a well-thought out — and 
thorough programme. Could such a scheme 
work here in Australia? The answer is 
logically ‘yes’ - but at what cost? In my ex¬ 
perience, counselling in Australian tertiary 
institutions is not as detailed nor as voca¬ 
tionally oriented as that described by Fields. 
So an initial cost would be the upgrading of 
counselling services. What ahout the extra 
tertiary places required? There certainly 
would be an increase in the number of places 
required, but how many seems to be either 
unknown or unavailable. According to the 
Federal Opposition education spokesman, 
Mr. Beale, 80,000 student places would be 
needed (for 1989) to place all applicants. 
Mr. Dawkins (the Minister) maintains that a 
mere 20,000 places would be needed. (The 
difference is rather substantial; presumably 
the true figure lies somewhere in between!) 9 . 

The open admissions solution is not 
educationally unsound, but in Australia’s 
current economic plight, an improbable 
solution! The registrar referred to above, in¬ 
dicated that “if they (the Government) 


would fund it (more places for open admis¬ 
sions) then why not?” Given that extra funds 
are not likely to be forthcoming, what then is 
the other option? Some form of selection, 
that can handle large numbers of applicants 
easily, and in the light of FOI legislation, in 
a defensible, objective manner. On past per¬ 
formances (by employers and academic in¬ 
stitutions) Mathematics tends to be the 
favourite screening subject. No matter 
whether Mathematics is required within the 
course or not, it is easy to administer a 
Mathematics test, it can be corrected via 
machine, and most importantly, is believed 
by all to be objective and impartial. Perhaps 
one could argue, that this sort of screening- 
selection is fair. The tests may well be 
equitable and reliable etc. But consider the 
fate of an applicant for, say, an engineering 
course. He/she has applied for a place at 
RMIT, Melbourne University, Monash and 
Swinburne (not necessarily in that order or 
preference). Does he/she sit four entry tests? 
To do so would be absurd. Quite sensibly all 
these institutions have consulted one another 
and agreed upon a test and the applicant sits 
but once. So there we have it. Just like the 
secondary scholarship examinations! Sit 
once for all schools (faculties). How 
sensible! 

But wait, to increase our applicant’s 
chances of success, his/her (private?) school 
is teaching him/her a course designed to en¬ 
sure selection success. Teaching to the test! 

Soon everyone is doing it. The VCE has 
been bypassed because all schools teach the 
entry test. Shades of last century - the 
Matriculation examination has returned. 
This scenario is not as farfetched as one 
might think. The aforementioned registrar, 
although horrified at the suggestion, did 
agree that there would be no way of stopping 
such an occurrence once it had started. In 
fact he argued that with the Government’s 
‘push’ to reduce the number of tertiary in¬ 
stitutions, it would be easier for the ‘few’ re¬ 
maining to get together and bring the 
Matriculation back into existence. 

Would the Government allow this second 
possibility? In my opinion yes. An open ad¬ 
missions policy would cost millions and 
traditionally Governments hate spending 
money, even in good times, so what chance 
now? It may be that there is an increase in 
the number of places in business or ‘high- 
tech’ courses, but this is useless to those 
hundreds of applicants who are interested in 
zoology or Biblical archaeology! On the 
other hand, an objective, fair, etc. etc. etc. 
test, sat for just once, has great appeal. 
Special provisions can be made for ‘needy’ 
cases (single mothers, Ahorigines, Western 
suburbs and so on) to ensure that electorates 
are not too disaffected. 

Or is this too cynical? Perhaps, but history 
does have a way of vindicating cynics more 
than romantics. Are there any other futures? 
Yes of course there must be. An expansion 


of the TAFE area, where certification can 
occur. If the pundits are correct and service 
industries are to employ half the population 
(serving the American and Japanese tourists) 
then the need for tertiary training will 
lessen. No-one needs an MA to wait on table 
or make motel beds. Certainly our service 
personnel will need to be educated - but the 
type of education could be totally different to 
our present notions. For example, languages 
may Ik* of fundamental importance and these 
may well be learnt in primary and secondary 
school, not at a tertiary level at all. On the 
job training may cater for specific needs of 
particular service areas (the history of an 
area for a tour guide for example), it would 
be possible then, to defensibly forecast an 
Australia where tertiary selection was not 
required, because applicants were fewer 
than available places. 

Perhaps the long term key to tertiary 
selection is, in a sense, like the UDC open 
admissions policy, where there are suffi¬ 
cient, well-qualified counsellors in the 
schools, who are provided with up-to-date 
information, who can advise students about 


possible career choices and paths and who 
can assist the public in general to come to 
understand that a tertiary course is not 
necessarily the best, or only, way to success. 
Status must be given to a broader range of 
occupations than it now is. Parents and their 
children need to come to grips with ideas of 
quality of life and not just the ‘good job’ 
syndrome. 

This is a long-term view; immediate con¬ 
cerns for 1990 and beyond are more press¬ 
ing, but if we don’t think in such a longer 
term, then we will always be reacting to the 
‘market’, whereas it would be far better for 
us in the tertiary sector to be pro-active and 
‘setting the pace’. The problem won’t go 
away; something must be done, but which 
alternative will it be? Free, open access? 
Fees which limit the number of applicants? 
An entry exam? A change in the notion of 
what is a ‘good job’? Or . . .? 
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Introduction 

Recent studies in South Australia 1 and 
Western Australia 2 have shown that approxi¬ 
mately one third of all students fail to 
graduate, with the largest drop-out occur¬ 
ring by the end of the first year of higher 
education. In the same studies a majority of 
students indicated that they did not know 
much about their university and college 
courses, while a significant number of 
students stated that their university course 
was not what they had expected. This paper 
discusses recent research on student reten¬ 
tion and suggests a number of steps which 
might be taken by tertiary institutions to help 
alleviate the tragic ioss of so many 
candidates. 

The gap between secondary 
student expectations and 
higher education reality: 
lessons from South Australia 
and Western Australia 

Recently, Power, Robertson and Baker of 


the National Institute of Labour Studies Inc, 
Flinders University conducted a (CTEC 
sponsored) survey of first year students in 
several tertiary education institutions. The 
results are reported in the Commonwealth 
Tertiary Education Commission publication 
Success in Higher Education. The study ex¬ 
amines the adequacy of student preparation 
for tertiary study, problems of access and 
selection, and factors influencing the success 
of students during their first year of higher 
education. The survey of 7281 students from 
five SA educational institutions entering 
higher education in South Australia in 1.985 
found that over 60% of students stated they 
did not know much about their university 
and college courses with a significant 
number stating that the course was not what 
they expected. 3 This lack of counselling 
often resulted in low commitment and even¬ 
tual withdrawal from the course. Also a lack 
of assumed background knowledge was 
reported as a major problem for up to half of 
the students. Finally, the added maturity and 
cultural capital of older students provided by- 
work and life experiences provided older 


matriculants with an advantage which was 
reflected in higher performance by these 
students. 4 This suggests that the greatest ad¬ 
vising problem lies with the younger 
students just out of secondary school. 

As to student selection, the SA study 
reported that school performance was a 
reliable predictor of success for science- 
based courses, and to a lesser degree in 
others. 5 School performance, however, 
became less valid as a predictor as years 
went by. 0 Overall females and older students 
performed better than males and school 
leavers in most courses and institutions. 
While current assessment and selection 
schemes were found to be generally effec¬ 
tive for screening out most students who 
could not cope with higher education, then- 
value in selecting among qualified ap¬ 
plicants, where there are quotas, was found 
to be exaggerated. 7 

One of the most disturbing findings of the 
study was that approximately one in three 
students entering first year in a higher 
education institution either withdraws or 
fails. 8 Moreover the failure and withdrawal 
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rates were variable and the figures in some 
institutions were unacceptably high. 9 While 
students from disadvantaged backgrounds 
are being encouraged to participate in higher 
education, ail too often they are most at risk 
of withdrawal or failure. 10 Finally, the most 
important variables distinguishing those who 
continue to second year from those who do 
not are course commitment and academic 
preparation. 11 

In their evaluation of teaching and special 
support programmes, the majority of 
students in the SA study were satisfied with 
their teachers and services. 12 The most 
successful students made the greatest use of 
key academic services (course materials, 
lectures, tutorials, library). Students most at 
risk were the least satisfied and made the 
least use of support services designed to 
assist them. Given the defects of the existing 
educational structures, the identified pro¬ 
blems encountered by first year students and 
staff are likely to worsen. 13 

Similar figures come from another 1987 
Report by Anderson and Clapin 14 of the 
University of Western Australia. The report 
followed the academic progress of 1434 
undergraduate part-time students. As in the 
South Australian study, the drop-out rate in 
the first year was significant (29.5%). 15 The 
study also recorded the students’ academic 
progress at the end of a seven year period. 
The low graduation rate of part-time 
students must be a matter of concern to the 
University. Of the group studied, 74% had 
not graduated and were no longer enrolled 
at the end of the seven year period. 

The number of those who may re-enrol at a 
later date and eventually graduate is not 
likely to be very high. 16 
The SA and WA reports suggest that ab¬ 
sent significant changes in tertiary institu¬ 
tions, especially in the area of providing ad¬ 
vice and consultation, a large percentage of 
those students who will take up the 
thousands of additional places to be made 
available in 1989 will further exacerbate the 
problems outlined above. Many of these 
candidates will be marginal students who 
will likely not survive their first year without 
significant assistance and major changes in 
the structure of tertiary institutions general¬ 
ly, and specifically in the teaching of first 
year subjects. 



It is beyond the scope of a short paper ex¬ 
haustively to analyse what needs to be done 
to prevent such a high drop-out rate of 
students. Moreover, it is clear that much 
more research is needed to probe further the 
reasons for such a high failure rate. 

However, Success in Higher Education 
makes several recommendations which 



should be of interest to all tertiary and secon¬ 
dary education teachers, and especially 
teachers of first year tertiary subjects. The 
report highlights the need to: 

® make expectations clearer to students by 
use of handouts, instruction booklets, 
clear comments on the blackboard at lec¬ 
tures and tutorials, and the use of simple 
and clear language, especially for 
courses with significant numbers of ESL 
students; 

® gather more knowledge of student back¬ 
ground; 

® restructure the tutorial system which is 
presently hampered by low pay and little 
training in education; 

® provide study leave for course co¬ 
ordinators to enable them to enhance the 
quality of teaching and content of 
courses; 

® develop national courses of excellence in 
the major first year subjects; 

® make available more teaching support 
services, including better computer 
facilities, more tutorials for ESL 
students; 

® provide more non-academic services like 
clubs and societies which provide much 
needed peer support; 

® offer more and better student counsel¬ 
ling; and 

© provide better assistance for students 
suffering financial problems. 17 
While this paper focuses on the role of an 
advising system in student retention, it must 
be noted that the scope of the above recom¬ 
mendations indicates that better counselling 
is only one aspect of a multifaceted problem 
which will require a fundamental re¬ 
examination of the role of tertiary education 
and its relationship to other institutions in 
society. 

The need for more counselling 
and guidance 

As mentioned above, the South Australian 
study emphasised the need for more student 
counselling and advice. The Western Aus¬ 
tralian study did not focus on solutions, but 
it, too, reinforced the need for more 
counselling and guidance and special provi¬ 
sions for part-time students; 

The fact that much of the drop-out rate oc¬ 
curs during or immediately after the first 
calendar year of enrolment suggests that 
some students have unrealistic ideas about 
coping with part-time study. Furthermore, 
the University does not make any special 


provision for part-time students tending to 
regard them as full-time students who at¬ 
tend classes after 4.15pm, or earlier if 
they have day release. There is, for in¬ 
stance no summer term, which if used for j 

intensive work might provide a better basis 
for study. IS | 

One of the most common complaints from 
undergraduates enrolled in tertiary institu¬ 
tions is that they feel a sense of being 
anonymous a number in a system which 
does not typically respond to them personal • 
ly. 19 Also, faculty members, pressured by 
the 'publish or perish' syndrome are forced 
to expend most of their energies on research. 

The problem, however, is not that research 
is unimportant, but the higher education at¬ 
titude which says that research is the only 
thing which is important. Teaching, less 
more advising, students tends not to be a 
highly valued activity and few tertiary 
education departments have a successful ad¬ 
vising system. However, if Government 
plans to increase the number of graduates 
are to succeed, considerable attention and 
resources must be given to establishing ade¬ 
quate advising systems in higher education 
departments generally. Regrettably, recent 
Government proclamations emphasise the 
availability of more tertiary places, but fail 
to address adequately the real and significant 
problems which must be solved if these addi¬ 
tional places are to result in more graduates. 

Principles underlying a 
successful advising system 

The actual form an advising system should 
take obviously must vary to meet the par¬ 
ticular needs and characteristics of the 
students, department and university or other 
tertiary institution which it must serve. 
However a number of general principles 
which form the basis of any successful 
system may be stated. 

Advising is more than career 
preparation 

A successful advising system is not nar¬ 
rowly focused on career advising and career 
preparation, but: 

should sensitively cater to the needs of 
students during those tempestuous under¬ 
graduate years, when they need help and 
direction in both personal and profes¬ 
sional development . 

With regard to institutional needs, an ef¬ 
fective advising system should ensure that 
students are complying with the expecta¬ 
tions of the faculty, the department and the 
university. Such an advising system should 
be sensitive to possible discordance bet¬ 
ween student goals and curriculum goals 
and sound the alarm to the department if 
and when these goals differ markedly. 20 
The above quote also makes it clear that 
tertiary institutions must give much greater 
recognition to the educational and vocational 
developmental stages of tertiary students. 


both in the designing of curricula and pro¬ 
grammes and also in the provision of con¬ 
sultation services. 21 

Removing altitudinal and structural 
barriers 

An effective advising system must also 
overcome significant administrative and al¬ 
titudinal barriers. 22 For example, Kremer 23 
discusses three obstacles to improving 
academic consultation. One obstacle is that 
faculty members are unlikely to know the 
techniques necessary for students to improve 
academic performance. Studies of techni¬ 
ques to improve students' academic perfor¬ 
mance suggest that two of the most valuable 
strategies for using faculty-student consulta¬ 
tions are to give the student a good study 
method and to get the student to monitor his 
or her study time so that feedback regarding 
study techniques is available. 24 Unfortunate¬ 
ly, at the tertiary level of education, there 
exists the assumption, contrary to evidence, 
that subject matter competence magically 
equates to teaching competence. And, as the 
majority of tertiary level teachers will have 
little or no teaching training, they are unlike¬ 
ly to have the counselling expertise which is 
needed to adequately help students. 25 

The second obstacle cited by Kremer 26 ' 
and referred to in the SA study, is the barrier 
created by large classes. Because the 
neediest students are the least likely to seek 
help, it is important that tertiary level 
teachers enhance their teaching effectiveness 
by making sure that students understand 
what they have to do, building more rewards 
into the system, demonstrating that they ac¬ 
tually listen to students, and simply taking 
the time and effort to be more responsive to 
their student audience, and so on. 27 

The third obstacle to improving academic 
consultation is that the system itself needs to 
be redesigned to facilitate consultation. Lec¬ 
turers and tutors need to be given the time 
and incentive to iearn more about consulting 
skills. Also, the university promotion 
system and other structures must value the 
time required to develop and administer an 
effective counselling programme. For exam¬ 
ple, study leave could be recognised for 
developing innovative ways to provide bet¬ 
ter counselling to students. 

The need for more information 

A sine qua non of any advising system is 
adequate information. Tertiary institutions 
should know more about their students and 
utilise that knowledge to develop learning 
profiles which will enable them to better 
adapt to the students’ particular needs. Ter¬ 
tiary institutions should also know more 
about their past students. From such a data 
base of information one could give better 
career guidance to present students. Also the 
wealth of valuable feedback from such a 
system would better enable tertiary institu¬ 
tions to serve the industries and other areas 
in which their graduates are now employed. 


Such information might also better enable 
tertiary institutions to fill the much com¬ 
mented upon gap between research and prac¬ 
tice which pervades much professional 
training. 



This should occur on several levels. First 
there needs to be more communication and 
coordination of efforts between tertiary and 
secondary educational institutions. Second¬ 
ly, as the Government initiatives stress, 
much more coordination and communication 
should also occur between industry and ter¬ 
tiary institutions. Thirdly, tertiary institu¬ 
tions must also communicate better with 
their own students. Student handbooks and 
orientations need to be more helpful. Ter¬ 
tiary education structures need to be in place 
which give students a sense of belonging. 
Finally, given the fact that a majority of 
students are still living at home, much more 
could be done to communicate with parents. 
Many parents would like to help their 
children, but do not know how and/or do not 
feel wanted or welcomed by tertiary institu¬ 
tions. Given the recent work by Coleman 
and Hoffer 32 stressing the importance of 
family relationships to academic success, 
tertiary institutions should take advantage of 
the significant influence of social capital in 
the academic success of students. 

Conclusion 

If the Government’s plans to increase the 
number of graduates in higher education are 
to be successful there must be much more at¬ 
tention given to increasing the retention rate 
of students. Otherwise, adding 20,000 
students, many of whom are likely to be 
marginal candidates, to a system which is 
already failing to cope with existing 
numbers will only worsen the problem. A 
major factor in increasing student retention 
rates is the establishment of advising 
systems which take into account the develop¬ 
mental and academic needs of the students as 
well as career counselling. While recognis¬ 
ing the need for advising systems to meet the 
special needs of a particular institution, this 
article has outlined a number of important 
features which should be a part of any advis¬ 
ing system. 
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